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ABSTRACT 

Diverse low-cost , innovative , and successful state 
initiatives for school improvement have been dsveloped over the 1^ 
f ive ' years . Generated by public pressures for" accountability , many 
states ' increased capacity for poll cy_anaiysis^ and ins gained 
during 15 year^ of administer ing categoricai grant programs the 
initiatives include^ programs for upgrading faculty; hew curricula or 
curriculum guidesj^ new school accreditation standards, requirements 
for state planning, and expanded state review of instructional 
programs; comprehensive school, impoveiheht plans; programs fbr^sharing 
knowledge, problem solving skills, and technical assistaiice with 
schools and districts; testing strategies including _state 
administered mihimtxm cbmpetehcy tests; arid hew and iiripirpved parent 
inyolvemeht programs. Cpmrnbh characterrst ics of thes^e efforts are a 
focus bh the school as the unit of improvement/ reguirementg for 
clear academic gbals for improving basic skills^ the use of v 
longitudinal data for student evaluation and program modif icat ioi?v 
and state provision of technical assistanc^. (MJL) 
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State Prdgfams of 
School improvement 



The Issue 

Improving education in a tight economy i"s likely to Be one of 
the major challenges of the eighties . To meet_ th?t 
challenge, state educationlead^rs already have devfioped a 
wide variety o f low-cost , innovative j exciting-^ and successful 
school improvement activities. this^ Issuegram highlights 
many of the state activities that the Education Commission of 
the. States (ECS) discovered through : a 50-state survey 
conducted in May and June' ^£ 1982. 



What Ar e States Do ihg 
to impcove Education Quality ? 



States have developed nearly all ■ the in i t iatives to improve 
education described |.n this Issueg ram within thet. past five 
years. Diverse in substance^ breadth, and style, these 
initiatives include: 

• Arv array of activities to ^ improve the. . education work 
fpi^ce, incl'udirig new ways to certify or recertify teachers 
and admin istr a tors , teacher prof iciency ex agtinatioris , new 
prof,essional development prog rams , and , in a number of 
states, new administrative"^ training academies or 
institutes. 



Arkansas^ for example^ is training its principals in 
clinical observation skill? in order^ to help them be 
bf tter 'instructional leaders; this year /Arkansas also 
began training ^^t^e^chers ia classroom management $kiiis 
to increase time for instruction, 

A variety of Jhew_cur r icula or cur r icul ar g uides , often 
focusing on the basic skiilB but also covering many other 
^;5rcademic proficiencies* » 

f J - - . ' -- ■ ^ - . - 

- Arizona^. £or example, has develt)ped _ a 1 ist of essential 
skills in* commun icat ion , ^bm^Jutation and c i'ti zenshi p 
for all grades, and a list of teaching act iv i ties tltat 
leads towards student mastery of the skills. 

. / " •■ ' . - - - 

A rang^ of hew school accreditation standards, 
requirements for ^school planning^ and Expanded ^state 
review of instructional programs. 

' ' . - "" ^, 

- Both Colorado and Pennsylvania require an elaboi/ate 
local' district and school plann ing process as a 

' condition, of accr ed i tat iort ; one. result has be^en the 
local development of many school improvem'eht 
initiatives . 

Numerous comprehensive school _improvement_pr6g rams , nearly 
always requiring needs . _assessment , redesign, of the 
instructional program, manitoring- individual student 
per fo rmarice , and modifying plans after evaluation. 

- Connecticut_ and Michigan are two of th^ leading states 
implementing compr ehensive school improvement prog rams 
on a school-by-sch661 basis. Both programs include 
specific attempts to implement the characteristics of 
effective schools. . . . 

Mahy programs for sharing knowledge and helping schools or 
distr lets adopt new approaches, '_ efforts to teach schools 
and districts, how to solve problems on their own, and ;a 
wide aif ray ' *of hew techn ical assistance ' serv ices ofeten 
provided through new or expanded reg ional education units. 



ia has crealEe'd ^14 reg ional serv ice centers to help 
local schoK>ls adopt or adapt spec irf i-t^— pr qg^^r ams ; 
' Tennessee reorganized its state department and created 
new regional technical assistance centers. C 

• ,_ . . . ■ . . . . • . . . 

A yapiety of ' strateg ies for testing students ,_ including 
state-developed anc3 -adittinistered rai.nimum competency 
tests; state-developed test items * tfiat can be used by 



local districts for their own tests; and different 
requirements for using_test resul ts ^ e;g • , for high school 
graduation oi" for jnbdifyirig the ihstr Uctibnal programs. 

- Thirty-eight states' have miriimiim competency test ihg 
programs. Many of them have also _added other 
activities designed to improve student, performance. 

New and . better par ent involvement prog rams and in rome 
states, mandates to share information more wi'dely with the 
community^ , : * 



" Massachusetts^ North Dakota and Utah have prog rams that 
include active par ent involvement ^ on the assumption 
(now supported by r esearch)^ that pare^nts can play many 
Keipfui roles in a school improvement^ prog ram . 

Ind tv rdual ^tate Appr o ach^S-Var y , 



These hew state activities aim to improve education in many 
different ways.. The combination of . strateg ies use,d , 
moreover, varies from state ty:> state* 

.Some states have taken action in all or nearly all of the 
above seven areas: ^ 

• - Ca^lifbrriia has mandated hew types^bf teacher certification 
^nd requires ne^ teachers to p4ss a^ teacher pfbficieacy 
test; has developed a number of new curriculum guides; 
mandates' a local school planning process and conducts 
geViews"^ of the local d i^^tr ict injstr uc tipnal program;, has 
for five years' had a broadly based school improvement 
pr6gram;_ impl emented_ a_ dissemination/adoption 

assistance prog ram; mandates locally _d.evieloped m in iro^ 
Competency testing; and has strengthened r^uirements for 
paTia^t and community in^oivementj Leadership initiative 
hese activities comes primarily from the state 
t . 

Colorado and Connecticut also have a comprehensive pt^ogram 
with ac ti,Vi ties in nearly all of the 7 areas mentioned 
above ._ But these states have a / trad ition of local 
cbntrol ^ so_ initiatives come mainly from local schools afid^ 
Ibc^l schbol districts. * 

Pennsylvania, Maryland and Delaware also have broadly 
based and mul ti-faceted schobl improvement in itiatives . 
All__three have been leaders in impl ergenting the many 
prog ram possib il ities suggested by. the effective teaching 
and effective schools research; 



Some states have limited activities to two of three 

ihtiativesi - ' - 

• # 

• dklahorna has r a ised teacher salaries^ provided training 
for teachers and administrators^ and developed new state 
currieular guides, ^ . * *' 

• Alaska has a school irriprdvem^nt prog ram_ that pr 
iriservice training for teachers and administratdr-Sr 

' includes -an effective schools _ • proij^ct, 

d issem ination/ adoption assistance and a local ' pro j ecSjt to 
' build local capacity., . ; . . ' 

• Missouri _ -has new_accred itation^st'ahdards, school ' planning 
requi r ernqnts 'a compr ehensiv'e_ school _ isnprovement prog ram 
that _draws on the effective teaching and effective school 

'research^ ad issem ination adoption assistance program and* 
a student comoetency testi 

Other states have limited their* school improvement efforts to 
one speci'fic are^: . 

4. Arizona, - New Mexico^ Nebraska and South Carol ina hav.e 
focused almost entirely ojfi testing of both teachers and 

students . ; > . ' ' 

■y 

m Montana, South Dakota ajid Wyomiing have focused o"n training 
teachers and administrators. 

• Iowa afed Illinois haVe used regional organizations to 
provide a range of technical assistance. Services. 

• Mississippi, Texas and Virginia have ^ focused oh 
accreditation. . ^ 

Reasons for State lai tl^a^tiv^^ 

States liave initiated school improvement policies for three 
pr imary reasons :^ 

• Public pressures : for aeeoun tab il ity Have grown with public 
perceptions, of a decline in education quality. In the' 
197(5s, all the , states sought t6 improve student 
per form a*i:e'^ _ at least in the basic skills, ari^38 of them 
have requi red minimimf competency testing of some sort. As 

-I the accountability issue matured , however , testing 
Vconcerns ofteni led to a variety o fC^^her coricerns., 

including * upgrading >the education ^ work forcej"" 

strengthening the instr ue tional program, expanding 



community and parent involvement — and initiating school- 
improvements i 

• the school finance re£6 rrh movement of the sevishties.. 1 ef t 
many spates "with, ah .improved capacity for policy analysis 
and an interest in finding out whether the new money was 

. being ;used to buy services that i^juld imprbvf the quality 
of* education. - " * * • 

• In 15 years cf administer ing <:ategorical ^grant progr 
state education ag enc ies and leg i slat ive research cbuncf Is 

• learned to' look beyond the administrative and fiscal 
issues . tXiBft surrounded the initial development^ of new- 
education programs to issues of qualit.y that emerged as 
< programs matured. The knowledge _gain^d tlirough numerous 
prog ram eval ua tions al so led to the ra ising of ed ucation 
quality issues as legitimate issues in and of themselves. 

GB n e r a 1 Ch ^ r aoiBX^sij^ s-oJ a^e— Programs ; 

fti though specific state actii? i ties are diverse , many staj^te 
programs have these four gene.ral characteristics: 

• Focus on the school as the. unit bf education improvement. 
Vn most states, especially thbs3 with iiew education 
planning requi r ements , the school rather than the 
classroom or school district becomes the planning unit for 
sc'hool im-provemerit . The faculty arid pririci.pal^ work 
tbgeiher to design and implement _ the schocri** s program, 
this'^flralres the principal^^a key to effective programs. 

_ _ _ . ' - _"_ «^ 

• Requi r^ements to set clear cJcademic goals for improving 

basic" skills at the el emeritar y level-*- and to relate the 
instructional program directly to* those goals . 

• • Collection . of idngitudinal data on students that is_used 

for eval uating the prog ress o f - ind iv idual students and fo r 
modifying the instruction program. 

• Provision of technical assi stance from_ state education 
departments through a dec ^t oral i zed structure , usually 
through regional or intermediate service' units. This is 
an attempt to. bring the state education department closer 
to local school d istr ictsi Indeed, in ihany states^ state 
department personnel work ' directly with individual 
schools: the school identifies problem areas and the 
state staff then fac il itate school iraproyemerit ac tiv ities 
by linking local needs to materials and programs used 
successfully <,by others working on the same problem. 



-Given the decline in higher'-order skills, tire increasing helsd 
for students to better pr epared in and science, and 

rising public pressure for, a* stronger and more formal- core 
curriculum, educatiph^ reform at the high school level should 
increase as the 1980b progress. Although many high schbdl. 
studies are how beting conducted (sqmei of -them initiated by 
the state) ', high school improvement prog rams ar^ ^for the most 
part in the developnent state rath^^r than tfie implementation 
stag>e . ' * . ^ ' 

' . ** - 

Funding Problems Threaten Continuity ^ 

^ - - ^ - - - - * - 

Cuts in federal aid and\ the poor fiscal health of mc5st states 

threaten all state education improvement efforts. The 

administrative set-aside funds from state and federal 

categorical ^grant ^ programs which were qften:_ used to^-begin 

improvement^* prog r.ams are now no Ipnger^^vailable js^ are 

significantly reduced. _EveD tho ugh the costs^of many state 

initiatives in school improvement have been relatively low^ 

difficulties with overall fund ing for education make the fate 

of these initiatives uncertain. 
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